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Congress and the Benefits of Social
Media: A Low-Cost Investment
in Constituency Approval and
Electoral Success
Mandi Eatough

Media in the U.S. has experienced rapid changes since the introduction of the Internet to mainstream society. Since the 1990s, the population of the world that is active on
the Internet has grown from millions to billions. Worldwide, people began to want more
information, and they wanted to have access to the information instantly. While newspapers, news-based radio stations, and television news providers have tried to keep up with
the continuously evolving media outlets, a different media form has emerged to fill the
gap (Shirkey 2011). Social media web sites such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube have
become simple ways for individuals to obtain news with minimal effort on their part. As
social media has integrated into the lives of the American public, it has also integrated
into American politics.
As early as the 2008 election cycle, the presence of social media in politics has
been considered an important part of political news. Local and federal legislators and
legislative candidates alike have taken to social media as a way of creating a pseudopersonal relationship with their constituents or voters. While commonly acknowledged that many legislators have jumped on the social media bandwagon, what has
not been examined is the benefits legislators or candidates may receive from social
media presence and activity. This research aims to answer what benefits senators and
Senate candidates see from investment in social media, as well as what differences are
seen in these benefits based on gender. This research also takes into account existing
theories about media coverage and gender for legislators and legislative candidates
in the U.S. that suggest men often benefit more from personalized media messaging.
Using pre-existing data from the Cooperative Congressional Election Study
(CCES) and original data collected about social media sites belonging to sitting senators, as well as Senate candidates, this research will examine a three-part hypothesis.
39

SIGMA
First, sitting senators who have higher levels of social media presence and activity
will experience higher rates of name-recognition and approval among their constituents than members with lower levels of social media presence. Second, Senate
candidates who have higher levels of social media presence and activity will see an
increase in vote share, meaning they will be more likely to be re-elected. Finally, this
paper will examine differences in the benefits of social media presence and activity
for both senators and Senate candidates based on gender, with the expectation that
male candidates will receive greater benefits from social media investment.
This paper aims to provide sufficient background about the theories behind
the research performed, as well as detailed information about the studies and their
results. It will begin with an overview of the existing literature regarding the behaviors of legislators on social media and the existing theories of how social media influences politics in the U.S., with a specific focus on differences in senator and Senate
candidate gender. Next will be a detailed outline of the research question, as well as
the hypotheses. The paper will then provide a detailed explanation of how the data
from 2012, 2014, and 2016 CCES datasets and the collected original data have combined to create a model to address my hypotheses. Finally, the models and results
will be presented with concluding comments about the implications of the results and
suggestions for further research on this topic.

Theoretical Background

Social Media and Politics
Since the introduction of social media in the early 2000s, political scientists
have identified that the media platform has political uses. The study of the influence of social media on legislators and constituents alike has led to several theories
about how social media is political. Several studies have identified social media as an
important way for politicians to interact with their constituencies while in Washington (Watall et al. 2010; Gainous and Wagner 2014; Fitch and Goldschmidt 2014), while
others have focused on the political usage of social media by constituents (Hand and
Ching 2011; Shirkey 2011; Carlisle and Patton 2013). Each study has come to the same
conclusion: Social media matters in politics.
Social media is the most likely outlet for constituents of any age to invest themselves in the political process (Carlisle and Patton 2013). In recent years, the accessibility of social media for most citizens in the U.S. has increased while more “traditional”
news methods (newspapers, news-based radio, news television outlets) have become
less accessible. Social media has easily become more convenient than more traditional
news outlets for many citizens as computers, smartphones, and wireless hotspots
have increased in popularity throughout the country. In addition to convenience,
social media is primarily available at no cost to users. While it is free to sign up for an
account on most social media sites (this is true for Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube),
newspapers and television often cost money to access some or all of their content.
This makes social media a monetarily advantageous news outlet for both legislators,
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who may disseminate news from their office for incredibly low cost, and constituents, who may receive news from their legislators at little to no additional cost.
It is important to note that while social media is the most convenient news outlet
regardless of age, many political scientists have identified that younger citizens in
the U.S. (those born after 1980) are the most likely to be influenced by politicians
on social media (Samuels 2011; Kahne and Middaugh 2012; Norval 2012). Younger
citizens use social media as a news outlet for both political and non-political information and are much less likely to seek out news from more traditional news outlets
than older citizens (Kahne and Middaugh 2012). This same demographic of young
citizens uses social media to maintain their own political behavior as well as influence
the behavior of others. Social media is used by younger citizens to organize protests
and to engage in political discussions with those they have connected with on social
media outlets. Political interactions on Facebook have been shown to be as effective for
political socialization among the younger generation as political interactions that occur
in person (Norval 2012). Interactions online are considered just as valuable by these
citizens as those they have in person, making social media a particularly advantageous
outlet for politicians to connect with younger constituents.
The Costs and Benefits of Social Media for Legislators
Social media is unique as a media form in the fact that, at a basic level, it is available to everyone at little or no additional cost. As discussed previously, social media
has become increasingly popular in the U.S., particularly when compared to “traditional” forms of media predominantly because of differences in cost. Given the low
cost levels associated with using social media for both legislators and constituents,
it is expected that legislators believe that investment in this media platform will be
beneficial. What is less clear is where these benefits actually are seen for legislators.
Existing research has suggested two main theoretical benefits of digital connections made
between legislators and their constituents who connect with them on social media: 1)
potential benefits that legislators who are currently in office receive from using social
media to interact directly with their constituency and 2) potential benefits of social media
usage in elections.
For sitting senators, media use is an important tool to connect with their constituencies. While it has not been examined on the congressional level, a study by
Hand and Ching showed that the presence of government-centric Facebook pages
provides a way for citizens to directly engage with their local political leaders (2011).
Their research showed that when local government officials maintained Facebook
pages that were regularly updated with information about local politics, there was an
increase in the approval of local legislative bodies. Several studies have suggested that
the more time a legislator spends interacting directly with their constituents, the more
likely they are to be approved of by those same constituents (Fenno 1975; Yiannakis
1982; DiGrazia et al. 2013; Fitch and Goldschmidt 2014; Sulkin, Testa, and Usry 2015).
If we assume that in the modern world individuals value interactions through social
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media at least partially as much as they value in-person interactions, there should be
a direct correlation between the social media presence of a legislator and approval of
the legislator similarly to the correlation seen on the local government level.
However, many political scientists suggest that the greatest benefit politicians
can gain from using social media is by using it as a tool during an election. In recent
years, our social and political lives have become increasingly based on personal attributes as they are presented online (Bennett 2012; Jacobs and Spierings 2014). Elections
are not exclusively about who will do the best job but who resonates the most with
the voters. As previously discussed, social media is one of the easiest ways for a legislator to interact with their constituents. Existing research suggests that social media
activity by legislators creates a sense of transparency and accountability between legislators and their constituents that more traditional news outlets do not (Fitch and
Goldschmidt 2014). This leads to a consistently high level of social media presence
among legislators, particularly when leading up to elections, so we should expect a
similar effect on candidates running for these offices.
In a study about the 2008 presidential election cycle and social media, it showed that
Facebook users interact with more posts about politics during an election cycle than at
any other time (Carlisle and Patton 2013). This suggests that politicians are likely to get
the most interaction with constituents on social media during an election. Many political
scientists agree that political campaigns worldwide have been moving toward Internetbased media outlets (Williamson 2010; Obar et al. 2012; Jacobs and Spierings 2014). Social
media is providing a new way for legislators to organize and fund-raise for their campaigns (Siegel 2012). Candidates no longer have to focus their media efforts exclusively
on who can get the most time with local and national media outlets, because social media
is always available to them.
A comparative study of voting in 2010 elections in the Netherlands guides a significant portion of this research (Jacobs and Spierings 2014). Using information about
presence and activity on Twitter for 493 candidates, their study evaluated the impact
of differences in presence and activity on the platform on vote share. They found
that when a candidate has a high number of Twitter followers and actively uses the
social media platform, they are likely to see an increase in vote share. Their work
emphasizes the importance of active use of the platform, indicating that candidates
who maintained a profile on Twitter but did not regularly post saw no increase in
vote share based on their number of followers. This study gives an indication of what
expectations we should have when considering similar elements of social media presence and activity in U.S. congressional elections.
It is uncontested among political scientists that social media is having an influence on politics in the United States. What has remained unclear is the extent to which
investment in social media as a political tool leads to direct benefits for legislators
and candidates. As outlined above, current theory regarding social media and politics suggests there are two main areas where legislators may see direct benefits from
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social media: increased levels of recognition and favorability among constituents for
sitting legislators and increased favorability in elections for candidates. This research
uses an original observational measure of the social media presence and activity of
senators and Senate candidates to further examine the theorized benefits of social
media for legislators in the U.S. beyond what has been studied previously.
The Gendered Expectations of the Effect of Social Media in Politics
This research also takes into account existing theories about media coverage and
gender for legislators and legislative candidates in the United States. Historically, male
and female senators have differed in the way they have chosen to communicate with
their constituents (Alexander and Andersen 1993; Kahn 1992; Kahn 1994; Fridkin and
Kenney 2014). Generally, senators tend to play toward stereotypical strengths based on
gender when interacting with their constituents, and the media tends to follow this lead.
Male senators are often covered for their legislative accomplishments on high saliency
issues particularly those that are related to economic or international issues. Comparatively, female senators are often covered for work on “women’s issues”—issues where
women traditionally bear more of the associated costs with the legislation, such as abortion or childcare (Rosenwasser and Dean 1989).
Given the historical differences of media messaging among U.S. senators based
on gender, we may expect that senators present themselves in similar ways on social
media. However, recent studies on differences in social media activity of candidates in
the U.S. suggest candidates engage in distinct ways with voters on social media based
on their gender in a way that differs from traditional media coverage (McGregor et al.
2016; Meeks 2017). These studies have found that while both male and female candidates seem to be using social media at similar levels during campaigns, the content of
their engagement and the potential benefit of this engagement differs based on gender.
They find that while male candidates benefit from social media personalization (maintaining personality through their social media pages by discussing hobbies, family, or
non-campaign related topics on their pages), female candidates are often disadvantaged by this behavior. While this helps men to be seen as personable, women are more
likely to be seen as unfocused in their careers. This means that, instead of increased
favorability among voters, this personalization forms a perception of incompetency
among female legislators and candidates.
To win an election, a candidate must be perceived as both likable and competent
by voters. This, of course, requires a balance for all candidates, but women face specific
challenges in maintaining this balance. Research on gender representation has suggested
there is a “double-bind” that prevents women from winning elected offices. The expected
behaviors of women in society often are in direct conflict with the expected behaviors of
elected leaders creating a scenario in which women often are perceived as likable but
incompetent or competent but unlikable by voters (Gimenez et al. 2017).
Given these outlined differences in political media engagement based on gender, it is reasonable to expect differences in the benefits that senators and Senate
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candidates received based on their gender. Since social media has been identified
as the platform for candidate personalization by a significant amount of the existing
research, we should expect that male candidates, and potentially male senators, will
be more likely to experience the theorized benefits of investment in social media than
their female counterparts.

Research Question and Hypotheses

This research aims to answer the following questions:
Do senators and/or Senate candidates see benefits in constituency recognition/
approval or vote share when they increase their investment in social media?
Assuming there are benefits to social media investment, do male and female
senators and Senate candidate experience these benefits equally?

This project uses a combination of existing survey data and original observational data to evaluate changes in these potential benefits based on social media presence and activity as well as potential differences in these benefits based on gender.
The hypothesized outcomes are as follows:
H1: Sitting senators with higher levels of social media presence and activity will experience greater constituency recognition and approval.
1. The effect of social media activity on constituency recognition and approval
will be greater than the effect of social media presence.
2. Male senators will experience higher levels of constituency recognition and
approval based on social media investment than their female counterparts.
H2: Senate candidates with higher levels of social media presence and activity will receive
a greater amount of the vote share.
1. The effect of social media activity on vote share will be greater than the effect
of social media presence.
2. Male Senate candidates will receive a greater increase in vote share based on
social media investment than their female counterparts.
H3: Controlling for partisanship and other demographic factors, citizens in the 2016 election cycle with higher levels of political social media engagement will be more likely to
vote for candidates with higher levels of social media presence and activity.
1. The effect of social media activity on vote choice will be greater than the effect
of social media presence.
2. Male Senate candidates will be favored more highly for social media investment by citizens with high levels of political social media engagement than
their female counterparts.
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Data and Methodology

This study uses a combination of existing survey data and original observational
data. The existing survey datasets this study uses are from the 2012, 2014, and 2016
Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES).1 Each CCES dataset includes
information for over 50,000 individuals throughout the United States. This research
specifically uses information about constituency approval and name recollection for
the senators of each respondent, as well as their senator vote choice, when applicable,
from all three datasets. This research also uses additional data from the 2016 CCES
about media engagement and political social media behaviors of respondents. For a
complete list of CCES questions used from each year see Appendix.
The original data collected about the social media presence and activity of senators and Senate candidates was compiled using The Wayback Machine, a digital
archive of web sites created by the Internet Archive. This tool allows archived web
sites to be viewed as they were presented on specific dates that provides a way to
accurately measure the previous social media presence and activity of both senators
and Senate candidates across several years. In the case of senators, social media presence and activity were measured based on archives of social media pages in January of the first year of each congressional session. In the case of Senate candidates,
social media presence and activity were measured based on archives of social media
pages before, but as close as possible,2 to Election Day of each election year. The social
media pages for Senate candidates were only measured based on pre-Election Day
dates because of anticipated changes in follower counts and social media activity that
are associated with winning or losing elections. Information regarding social media
presence and activity were collected based on the archived pages of Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube profiles for senators of the 112th–114th Congresses, as well as candidates in the 2012, 2014, and 2016 senatorial elections.
Social media presence is defined in this study based solely on whether or not the
senator or candidate has a profile on a social media platform. If a senator or candidate
does not have a profile on a platform, they do not have a presence on that platform.
Differences in social media presence among senators and candidates have decreased
significantly over time. In 2012, several senators and candidates had a singular social
media presence and a few had no social media presence. Comparatively, in 2016
every senator had a social media presence on each platform with the single exception of Senator Risch from Idaho who did not join Facebook until mid-2017. A similar
change was seen among Senate candidates in 2016 with nearly all candidates having
a presence on Facebook and Twitter and over half of the candidates with a presence
on YouTube. Percentages of social media presence by year for both senators and Senate candidates is shown in Table 1 (p. 50). Social media activity is defined by how
frequently a legislator uses a social media platform to interact with their constituents.
The information collected on activity varies slightly based on what information can
be collected about the profile from each social media site.
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For each platform that a senator or Senate candidate maintained a social media
presence on, information was collected about how long they had maintained that presence, as well as how many followers they had on that site. The way this was determined
varies slightly between the three sites. Below is a brief explanation of the differences in
data collection between Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube (A breakdown of what data
was collected from each site is found in Table 2 on p. 55):
Facebook: The amount of time a senator or candidate maintained a presence
on Facebook was coded as the year of the first post available on their Facebook page.
Twitter: The amount of time a senator or candidate maintained a presence on Twitter
was coded as the year they joined as provided by Twitter. Follower count was coded
as the rounded value provided on the profile by Twitter (generally rounded to the
nearest thousand). The number of Tweets was coded as the exact value provided on
each profile by Twitter.
YouTube: The amount of time a senator or candidate maintained a presence on YouTube was coded as the year they joined as provided by YouTube. Follower count
was coded as the exact follower value provided on the page by YouTube. Number
of views is coded as the exact value provided on the information page for each YouTube account.
Using a combination of these two data sources this research will conduct two studies. The first is an analysis of how the social media presence and activity of senators influences their name recognition and favorability among their constituents. This analysis will
be conducted using logistic regression models of name recognition and favorability for
members of the 112th, 113th, and 114th Congresses. The second study is an analysis of
how the social media presence and activity of Senate candidates influences their vote
share. This analysis will be conducted using OLS regression models of total vote share, as
well as a mixture of OLS and logistic regression models of individual constituency vote
choice and overall election results in the 2012, 2014, and 2016 senatorial elections.

Analyses and Results

Analysis 1: The Effect of the Social Media Presence and Activity of Senators on Constituency
Recognition and Approval
Existing theory suggests that Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube are the most influential social media platforms in terms of political impact. Senators, more so than Senate
candidates as discussed in the following section, are overwhelmingly present on all three
of these platforms and have been since at least 2012 (see Figure 1). Twitter has been identified as a particularly important platform for political figures, with most research about
the influence of social media on politics focusing on Twitter behavior. The data collected
for this research allowed for a comparison of the effect of presence and activity on each
social media platform. Given the information collectible from these platforms (see Table
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2), the best measure for a comparison across all three platforms was a measure of constituency engagement (see Figure 2).

Figure 1: Social Media Presence of Senators

Figure 2

This measure was created by dividing the number of followers on the platform by the number of months the senator had been on the platform. While
imperfect, this gives a rough estimate of the level of constituency engagement
that occurred on each platform for each senator. Twitter shows the highest level of
constituency engagement across nearly all senators. Given the high level of constituency engagement on Twitter, this analysis, as well as the following analysis of
Senate candidates, will focus on the social media activity of senators on Twitter.3
The following logistic regression model was used to evaluate the effects of both
social media presence and activity on senator name recall, party identification,
and approval:
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Pr (dependent variable=1 |X=1,2…)
=F(primary independent variable (social media presence or activity) + respondent social media use
+ respondent political social media use + senator partisanship + respondent partisanship
+ partisanship match + senator gender + respondent gender + gender match + respondent race
+ respondent age + respondent income + state fixed effects)

Using this model, six logistic regressions were conducted to evaluate the effects of
both social media presence and activity on the recognition and approval of senators by
their constituents. First, analyzing the social media presence of senators, logistic models
were used to evaluate the effect of social media presence on constituency recognition and
approval. Based on existing theory, it is hypothesized that an increase in social media
presence should lead to increases in recognition and approval among constituents. The
results of these models (see Appendix 1, Table 3) were mostly statistically and substantively insignificant. In one case, the predicted probability of a constituent being able to
recall the name of their senators is statistically significant at the 99 percent confidence
level, with a predicted negative effect on name recall as the social media presence of a senator increases. The predicted probability of a constituent correctly recalling the name of a
senator based on the senator’s social media presence is shown in Figure 3. When comparing a senator with no social media presence, to a senator who is present on all three social
media platforms, it is predicted that there will be a ten percentage point decrease in the
probability of a constituent recalling their senator’s name. It is important to recognize a
limitation of this model in the discussion of the results, because, in the 114th Congress,4
the only variation in social media presence is between senators with and without Facebook as all senators were present on both Twitter and YouTube. Given the high social
media presence of senators across all three years, it is unlikely that there will be particularly large differences in recognition or approval based on social media presence, and
much of the variation is based in predicted values rather than observations, giving much
larger standard errors.

Figure 3: Effect of Senator Social Media Presence on Name Recall
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While senator social media presence showed little effect on constituency recognition and approval, logistic models of senator social media activity showed consistent
positive and statistically significant effects on these factors (see Table 1). The predicted probabilities of a constituent recalling the senator’s name, correctly identifying
the senator’s political party affiliation, and approving of the senator based on the
Twitter activity of their senator are shown in Figure 4. The effect of senator Twitter
activity is the smallest on the probability of constituent approval of their senator, with
about a one percentage point increase if a senator were to go from not tweeting at all
to tweeting about 200 times per month. However, the effect of senator Twitter activity
has a much larger effect on the probability of a constituent recalling the name of their
senator or correctly identifying the partisanship of their senator.

Figure 4: Effect of Senator Social Media Activity on Recognition
and Approval

In the case of name recall, if a senator were to go from not tweeting at all to tweeting
about 200 times per month, their constituents would have a ten percentage point increase
in the probability of a constituent remembering their name. In the case of partisan identification, the same shift in Twitter activity would have an eight percentage point increase
in the probability of a correct partisan identification by a constituent. Since these are logistic models there is inconsistency in the amount of change predicted in the probability of a
positive outcome across increases in senator Twitter activity. However, in the case of senator name recall, it takes an increase of about twenty tweets per month by the senator for
an approximate one percent increase in the probability of a positive outcome. In the case
of senator party identification, it takes an increase of about twenty-five tweets per month
to see an approximate one percent increase in the probability of a positive outcome. While
these predicted effects are not particularly large, the results suggest that increased Twitter activity by senators does positively influence the probability of constituents having
greater recognition of them. It is also important to note that these effects are seen while
controlling for factors that have a much larger effect on constituent recognition of senators, including matching partisanship between constituents and senators.
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Table 1: Logistic Regressions of the Effect of Senator
Social Media Activity
VARIABLES

Senator Name
Recall

Senator Party
Identification

Senator Approval

Senator Twitter

0.00264***

0.00227***

0.000445**

Res. Social

-0.418***

-0.309***

-0.118***

Activity

Media Use
Res. Political

(0.000222)
(0.0229)

0.306***

(0.000204)
(0.0207)

0.246***

(0.000190)
(0.0203)

0.0811***

Social Media Use

(0.00717)

(0.00624)

(0.00555)

Senator

0.370***

0.352***

-0.281***

Respondent

-0.0538**

-0.0933***

-0.555***

Partisan Match

-

2.042***

2.247***

-0.213***

-0.290***

-0.166***

0.629***

0.517***

0.184***

0.0450**

0.0684***

0.0755***

0.129***

0.195***

0.150***

Republican
Republican

Senator Male
Respondent
Male

Gender Match
Respondent
White

Respondent Age
Respondent
Income

State Fixed
Effects?

Constant
Observations

(0.0190)

(0.0225)

(0.0169)

(0.0193)

(0.0244)

(0.0214)

(0.0203)

(0.0201)

(0.0192)

-0.0409***

(0.000577)
0.115***

(0.0188)

(0.0179)

(0.0177)

(0.0173)

-0.0420***

(0.000520)
0.108***

(0.0162)

(0.0185)

(0.0171)
(0.0179)

(0.0169)

(0.0166)

(0.0175)

-0.0129***

(0.000472)
0.0311***

(0.00292)

(0.00260)

(0.00212)

YES

YES

YES

79.92***

81.79***

24.27***

73,292

101,298

101,298

(1.136)

(1.022)

Robust standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

(0.929)

Analysis 2: The Effect of the Social Media Presence and Activity of Senate Candidates on
Voter Support

As discussed in the first analysis, Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube are the most

influential social media platforms in terms of political impact. The variation in social
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media presence on these platforms is much larger among Senate candidates than it
is among senators as shown in Figure 5 (Senator social media presence distribution
from Analysis 1 is shown in Figure 1). As discussed in analysis 1, the constituency
engagement measures for Senate candidates look essentially identical to those of senators, indicating once again that Twitter activity is likely the best platform for social
media activity to have an influence on constituent behavior.

Figure 5: Social Media Presence of Senate Candidates over Time

The analysis of the effect of Senate candidate social media presence and activity has
been conducted in two parts: first, an analysis of the effect of Senate candidate social
media presence and activity on election results, measured with OLS regressions of the
effects on vote share and logistic.
Predicted Candidate Vote Share=β0 + β1 primary independent variable (social media presence or activity)
+β2 candidate partisanship + β3 candidate gender + β4 state fixed effects + δ
Pr(candidate winning election=1 |X=1,2…)
=F(primary independent variable (social media presence or activity) + candidate partisanship
+ candidate gender + state fixed effects)

Second, an analysis of the effect of Senate candidate social media presence and activity on individual constituency vote choice using the following logistic regression model:
Pr(vote choice=1 |X=1,2…)
=F(primary independent variable (social media presence or activity) + respondent social media use
+ respondent political social media use + candidate partisanship + respondent partisanship
+ partisanship match + candidate gender + respondent gender + gender match + respondent race
+ respondent age + respondent income + state fixed effects)
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These analyses allow for a consideration of the effect of social media presence
and activity on senator election outcomes in terms of both the overall election result
as well as individual vote choice. The evaluation of both election results and individual vote choice allows for the consideration of benefits in terms of general electoral
success. With this evaluation, we can also consider which voters are most responsive
to social media activity, giving us a greater understanding of where any differences
in electoral success may be coming from based on social media presence or activity.
Data was collected about the social media presence and activity of Senate candidates in the 2012, 2014, and 2016 congressional elections. However, an effect of
social media on vote choice or electoral outcomes does not appear in analyses until
the 2016 congressional elections. Figure six shows a comparison of the relationship
between Senate candidate social media activity and expected vote share in 2012,
2014, and 2016 Senate elections based on the results of the OLS model outlined for
each year. These results clearly indicate that the benefit of social media activity on
vote share for Senate candidates is unique to the 2016 Senate elections.5 Given the
unique importance of social media in the 2016 election, this analysis will focus on
the effects of Senate candidate social media presence and activity on election outcomes and individual vote choice in 2016.

Figure 6: The Effect of Social Media Activity
of Senate Candidates over Time

The Effect of Senate Candidate Social Media Presence and Activity on Election Outcomes
As outlined earlier in this section, the effect of Senate candidate social media presence and activity on election outcomes was measured using OLS regressions of these
factors on candidate vote share and logistic regressions of these factors on the final electoral outcome (see Appendix Table 4). In each of these models, increases in social media
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investment by Senate candidates leads to statistically and substantively significant positive changes in election outcomes. The predicted effects of social media investment by
Senate candidates on both vote share and the result of their electoral race are shown in
Figure 7 and Figure 8.

Figure 7

Figure 8

If a Senate candidate were to go from not being present on any social media platforms to being present on Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, all else remaining the same,
the predicted vote share would increase from just under 10 percent to just over 50 percent. Even if a Senate candidate were to increase their social media presence by a single
platform, they would experience a vote share increase of around 15 percent. Similarly,
in the consideration of race outcome, if a Senate candidate were to go from having
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no social media presence to being present on all three platforms, their predicted probability of winning their election would increase by over sixty percentage points from
essentially no chance of winning initially.
Evaluating Senate candidate social media activity (in the form of Twitter activity as
outlined previously), we again see significant positive increases in vote share and probability of winning an election as the candidate increases their investment in social media
presence. For each five-tweet increase per month by a Senate candidate, the candidate
experiences a one percentage point increase in vote share. This means that if a candidate
were to increase their Twitter activity by at least one tweet per day, they would receive
approximately a six percentage point increase in vote share. Senate candidates also see
significant benefits in their probability of winning an election as their Twitter activity
increases. Candidates who tweeted at least fifty Tweets per month on average were
pushed above the .5 probability of winning their election. In comparison, if a candidate
were to not tweet at all, they have a .30 probability of winning their election. For candidates with the highest levels of Twitter activity, around 200 tweets per month, their
predicted probability of winning their election is .98.
The Effect of Senate Candidate Social Media Presence and Activity on Individual Vote Choice
The effect of Senate candidate social media presence and activity on individual vote
choice was measured using logistic regressions as outlined previously (see Table 2). In
both models, the effect of social media investment by a Senate candidate leads to statistically and substantively significant positive increases in the probability of an individual
voting for the candidate. The predicted probability of individual vote choice based on a
Senate candidate’s social media investment is shown in Figure 9.

Figure 9

Senate candidates with no social media presence have a predicted probability of
gaining an individual vote, all else including partisanship held equal, of just above .2.
If a Senate candidate has a social media presence on at least one social media platform,
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Table 2: Logistic Regressions of the Effect of Candidate Social Media
Presence and Activity on Individual Vote Choice
VARIABLES

(1)
Vote Choice

(2)
Vote Choice

Candidate Social Media Presence

1.540***
(0.0184)

-

Candidate Twitter Activity

-

0.0133***
(0.00109)

Res. Social Media Use

0.0934*
(0.0504)

0.101
(0.0615)

Res. Political Social Media Use

0.0120
(0.0143)

0.0207
(0.0181)

Candidate Republican

-

-

Respondent Republican

0.453***
(0.0497)

0.425***
(0.0535)

Partisan Match

0.856***
(0.0428)

1.311***
(0.0584)

Candidate Male

1.043***
(0.0415)

0.520***
(0.0483)

Respondent Male

-0.0232
(0.0416)

-0.0219
(0.0467)

Gender Match

0.150***
(0.0407)

0.173***
(0.0453)

Respondent White

0.435***
(0.0425)

0.286***
(0.0537)

Respondent Age

-0.00826***
(0.00122)

-0.0107***
(0.00151)

Respondent Income

-0.00223
(0.00533)

0.0289***
(0.00705)

State Fixed Effects?

YES

YES

Constant

13.38***
(2.394)

21.66***
(2.967)

33,577

29,278

Observations

Robust standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

their predicted probability of an individual voting for them increases to .53, giving them

a higher probability of receiving the vote than not. Senate candidates who are present on

all three social media platforms have a predicted probability of an individual voting for
them of .95.

While the predicted effects of Senate candidate social media presence are huge in

changing the probability of an individual voting for a candidate, the effect of Twitter

activity simply increases an already high probability of vote choice for all candidates

present on Twitter. Candidates who are on Twitter but do not tweet at all have a predicted
probability of an individual voting for them of .87. Compared to candidates with the

highest level of Twitter activity (candidates tweeting around 200 times per month who
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have a predicted probability of an individual voting for them of .98), candidates with low
levels of Twitter activity are at a slight disadvantage. However, while the effect of Senate
candidate Twitter activity causes a notable positive increase in the probability of an
individual voting for the candidate, the substantive effect is much smaller than the
substantive effect of social media presence on individual vote choice, going against
the hypothesis that social media activity would have a larger impact on vote choice
than social media presence.
Finally, the third hypothesis of this research suggests that, when controlling for
partisanship and other demographic factors, citizens in the 2016 election cycle with
higher levels of political social media engagement will be more likely to vote for candidates with higher levels of social media presence and activity. In only one case, when
considering the impact of social media presence on vote choice, is the effect of social
media use by a constituent statistically significant on vote choice. The political
social media presence of constituents shows no effect on vote choice.

Figure 10

The Effects of Gender

Theories about the social media behaviors of politicians and candidates suggest that
there may be gendered differences in the benefits these individuals receive from social
media investment. Many theoretical arguments for this gendered difference rely on the
idea that social media is inherently more personal than other forms of media and that
male politicians and candidates are more likely to benefit from their constituents or voters seeing their “personal side.” This may be because women in these positions are more
likely to be seen as unreliable or unprofessional for sharing personal or emotional information, particularly when it is about their families. Given this theoretical argument, it is
expected that men and women will see differing benefits from social media investment,
particularly when it comes to social media activity.
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In terms of gendered differences among sitting senators, female senators are slightly
more likely than male senators to be recognized and approved of by their constituents
regardless of senator social media engagement. This is particularly true among female
constituents of female senators. However, the major difference in benefit of social media
investment is seen among Senate candidates. The predicted effects of candidate social
media activity on the probability of an individual voting for a candidate, as well as a
candidate winning their election based on gender, are shown in Figure 10. The predicted
effects indicate there is a gender gap in the benefit Senate candidates receive from social
media activity that slowly decreases as candidates approach higher levels of social media
activity. This suggests female Senate candidates can close the gender gap and benefit
from social media engagement with constituents by raising their level of social media
activity compared to their male counterparts.
In addition to these gendered candidate effects, this research also indicates
there are gender differences among constituents in terms of both senator recognition and approval. Men are more likely in all cases to recall the name and correctly
identify the partisanship of their senator than women are. The men are also slightly
more likely than women to approve of their senator. There is no significant difference in individual vote choice based on the gender of the respondent, except
for cases where the candidate and the respondent are of the same gender. In these
cases, there is a significant and strong increase in the likelihood of an individual
voting for a candidate.
Discussion
Through several analyses, this paper has shown that senators and Senate candidates experience benefits in terms of constituency recognition and approval and
electoral outcomes from increased investment in social media. While not all of the
theoretical hypotheses of this research were confirmed, the analyses show in what
conditions senators and Senate candidates are most likely to experience benefits from
both social media presence and activity.
The first analysis showed that the benefits sitting senators receive from increased
social media engagement are entirely based on social media activity rather than social
media presence. While the increases in constituency recognition and approval from
increased levels of Twitter activity for senators in the 114th Congress are small, they
are consistently positive and statistically significant. When compared to members of
the 112th and 113th Congresses, where all results were null, these findings indicate an
increase in the benefits senators see from increased social media activity over time. This
may be attributable to the increase in social media use over time (with the 112th Congress
beginning in 2011 and this study focusing on the 114th Congress in 2016) by legislators
and constituents alike.
The second analysis showed that Senate candidates receive benefits in terms of both
electoral outcomes and individual constituent vote choice as they increase both their
social media presence and activity. Most notably, it was shown that for each 5-tweet
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increase per month by a Senate candidate, the candidate experiences a one percentage
point increase in vote share.
This research also considered the potential for benefits that senators and Senate candidates experience from social media investment to be gendered. Among sitting senators, female senators are slightly more likely than male senators to be recognized and
approved of by their constituents regardless of senator social media engagement. However, among Senate candidates a distinct gender gap in the benefit received from social
media activity is seen, with the gap decreasing as female candidates increase their Twitter activity when compared to their male counterparts.
It is important to recognize the limitations of the analyses conducted within this
research. Beginning with problems of data collection and availability, there are important questions about whether the data collected is truly representative of the social
media investment by senators and Senate candidates. This research uses Twitter activity as its predominant measure of social media activity. This measure is based on data
collected from each individual Twitter profile as outlined in the Data and Methodology
section of this paper. However, there are important measurement errors likely present
within this research because of the non-permanency of social media behaviors. Individual actions on social media, as well as entire social media profiles, can be deleted. This
creates a situation in which the certainty of the behaviors of these individuals on social
media is fairly low. It is incredibly likely that the measure of average Twitter activity (the
average number of tweets a senator or candidate posts per month) is not representative
of all their Twitter activity, as they have possibly deleted several posts, particularly if
they have been on the platform for several years. However, the current limitations of
data availability about political uses of social media in the U.S. make the data collected
for this research about senators and Senate candidates across several years the best data
currently available to examine the questions considered in this project.
There are also limitations on the measurement of constituency behavior because of
the nature of the CCES dataset. The questions asked in 2016 about social media use as
well as specific political actions on social media asked respondents whether they had
done the action within the last twenty-four hours. This small period of time specified in
the questions likely truncates the sample of both social media users and respondent’s
levels of political social media engagement. Future research on this topic could be
improved by conducting a survey meant to measure important factors of social media
engagements by constituents, as well as their recognition and approval of their senators
and their vote choice in elections.

Conclusions

This research has shown that while varied in magnitude, senators and Senate candidates experience benefits in terms of constituency recognition and approval and electoral outcomes from increased investment in social media. This research also showed
that benefits senators and Senate candidates experience from social media investment
are greater for men than women. These results have significant implications on both
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the understanding of political engagement of constituents and the political strategies
of legislators and candidates. Given that constituents are becoming increasingly more
likely to use social media as their main form of news acquisition, understanding the
way this news acquisition may involve direct engagement with their legislators and
the impact this may have on political engagement and efficacy is crucial. It is also
important for legislators and candidates to understand where they may best strategically invest in social media engagement to increase their constituency recognition and
approval as well as their probability of electoral success.
Further work on the benefits legislators and candidates receive from social media
investment should consider both the findings and the limitations of this research. Additional exploration of the social media activity of legislators and candidates should be
conducted. Potential research could examine both the frequency of engagement on
the part of the political figure and the engagement on the part of those within their
networks towards the political figure. This would give substantially more information
about the true social media activity of these individuals. It would also be beneficial to
examine the content of social media engagement to understand potential differences
in the benefit of social media investment based on the types of content legislators and
candidates are engaging with on their social media platforms.
Given the shown dramatic increase in the importance of social media in the 2016
congressional elections when compared to these elections in both 2012 and 2014, it is clear
that political uses of social media are becoming more influential. If social media continues
to increase in importance for both legislators and candidates, it will be crucial to understand the benefits that they may receive from investing in social media as well as what
types of social media investment are most likely to give these benefits.
NOTES
1. The CCES survey data from each year includes weighted variables to allow for a more nationally representative sample (Vavreck, 2008). Given that this research is looking specifically for
differences between individuals within state-level constituencies rather than a nationally representative sample these weights are not used in this study.
2. The majority of Senate candidate’s social media pages are archived within one week before
Election Day in each election. For a small portion of candidates, the closest archive was slightly
earlier with the furthest measurement being seventeen days prior to the election.
3. Preliminary analyses were conducted using social media activity on both Facebook and YouTube, all results showed no effect from activity on these platforms. This is also true for the models of Senate candidate social media activity.
4. Analyses were conducted for the 112th and 113th Congress as well. They showed similar results
in terms of both statistical and substantive significance.
5. Analyses of the effect of Senate candidate social media activity and presence were conducted for
the 2012 and 2014 congressional elections were conducted. These regressions showed predominately null results with no statistical or substantive significance.
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APPENDIX

Table 3: Senator and Senate Candidate Social Media Presence by Year
Senators
Facebook

Senate Candidates

Twitter

YouTube

Facebook

Twitter

YouTube

2012

82%

88%

91%

90%

97%

72%

2014

95%

97%

85%

93%

100%

83%

2016

97%

100%

100%

100%

98%

59%

Table 4: Social Media Data Collection by Platform
Facebook

Twitter

YouTube

Presence

X

X

X

Years Present

X

X

X

Number of Followers

-

X

X

Number of Posts

-

X

-

Number of Views

-

-

X
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Table 5: Logistic Regressions of the Effect of Senator
Social Media Presence
(1)

(2)

(3)

VARIABLES

Senator Name
Recall

Senator Party Identification

Senator
Approval

Senator Social Media Presence

-0.209***
(0.0786)

-0.0776
(0.0730)

-0.0797
(0.0666)

Res. Social Media Use

-0.421***
(0.0229)

-0.311***
(0.0207)

-0.118***
(0.0203)

Res. Political Social Media Use

0.305***
(0.00716)

0.246***
(0.00623)

0.0812***
(0.00555)

Senator Republican

0.371***
(0.0191)

0.359***
(0.0170)

-0.282***
(0.0163)

Respondent Republican

-0.0696***
(0.0224)

-0.102***
(0.0193)

-0.556***
(0.0185)

Partisan Match

-

2.042***
(0.0243)

2.247***
(0.0171)

Senator Male

-0.235***
(0.0214)

-0.308***
(0.0188)

-0.170***
(0.0178)

Respondent Male

0.629***
(0.0202)

0.518***
(0.0179)

0.184***
(0.0169)

Gender Match

0.0447**
(0.0200)

0.0677***
(0.0176)

0.0755***
(0.0166)

Respondent White

0.121***
(0.0192)

0.188***
(0.0173)

0.149***
(0.0175)

Respondent Age

-0.0407***
(0.000576)

-0.0418***
(0.000519)

-0.0129***
(0.000472)

Respondent Income

0.116***
(0.00292)

0.110***
(0.00260)

0.0313***
(0.00212)

State Fixed Effects?

YES

YES

YES

Constant

80.32***
(1.162)

81.79***
(1.047)

24.47***
(0.951)

73,292
101,298
Robust standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

101,298

Observations
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Table 6: Regression of the Effect of Candidate Social Media Presence and Activity on Vote
Share and Race Results
VARIABLES

(1)
Vote Share

(2)
Race Won

(3)
Vote Share

(4)
Race Won

Candidate Social Media Presence

15.24***
(3.041)

2.612***
(0.682)

-

-

Candidate Twitter Activity

-

-

0.228***
(0.0445)

0.0287***
(0.0110)

Candidate Male

0.945
(3.120)

-0.144
(0.762)

5.025
(3.501)

0.453
(0.702)

Candidate Republican

4.359
(3.222)

1.424**
(0.672)

5.290
(3.382)

1.179**
(0.586)

Candidate Incumbency

18.88***
(3.291)

-

20.33***
(3.430)

-

State Fixed Effects?

YES

YES

YES

YES

Constant

5.199
(7.829)

-7.365***
(1.965)

31.71***
(3.817)

-2.013**
(0.805)

Observations

63

63

62

62

R-squared

0.352
Robust standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

APPENDIX 2
CCES Variables and Coding
Case ID (All Years)

coded: continuously

Abbreviation of State of Respondent (All Years)
coded: string

Birth Year of Respondent (All Years)
coded: continuously

Gender of Respondent (All Years)

coded: binary (1=Male, 2=Female)

Education of Respondent (All Years)
coded:

1= No High School

2= High School Graduate
3= Some College

4= Associates Degree

5= Bachelor’s Degree
6=Post-Grad

8/9=Skipped/Not Asked

Race of Respondent (All Years)
coded:
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1= White
2=Black

3=Hispanic
4=Asian

5=Native American
6=Mixed
7=Other

8=Middle Eastern

98/99=Skipped/Not Asked

Party of Respondent (All Years)

Coded: Democratic/Republican/Independent

Party Recall/Name Recall Senator 1 (All Years)
Coded:

1= Never Heard of
2=Republican
3=Democrat

4=Other/Independent
5=Not sure

8/9=Skipped/Not Asked

recoded: 0=Never Heard Of (1), 1= Any Choice (2,3,4,5)
Choices 8/9 omitted.

Party Recall/Name Recall Senator 2 (All Years)
Coded:

1= Never Heard of
2=Republican
3=Democrat

4=Other/Independent
5=Not sure

8/9=Skipped/Not Asked

recoded: 0=Never Heard Of (1), 1= Any Choice (2,3,4,5)
Choices 8/9 omitted.

Approve of Senator 1 (All Years)
Coded:

1= Strongly Approve
2= Approve

3=Disapprove

4=Strongly Disapprove
5=Never Heard Of

8/9=Skipped/Not Asked
Choices 5,8,&9 omitted.

Approve of Senator 2 (All Years)
63

SIGMA
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		1= Never Heard of
2=Republican

3=Disapprove

4=Strongly Disapprove
5=Never Heard Of

8/9=Skipped/Not Asked
Choices 5,8,&9 omitted.

Party of Senator 1 (All Years)

Coded: Democratic/Republican/Independent

Party of Senator 2 (All Years)

Coded: Democratic/Republican/Independent

Gender of Senator 1 (All Years)

Coded: binary (1=Male, 2=Female)

Gender of Senator 2 (All Years)

Coded: binary (1=Male, 2=Female)

2016 Media Use Questions

Each of the following questions asks respondents if they have engaged with a specific media

platform in the last 24 hours.
Blog

Coded: binary (1=Yes, 2=No)

Television

Coded: binary (1=Yes, 2=No)

Newspaper

Coded: binary (1=Yes, 2=No)

Radio

Coded: binary (1=Yes, 2=No)

Social Media

Coded: binary (1=Yes, 2=No)

None

Coded: binary (1=Yes, 2=No)

All coding for the 2016 media use questions were recoded to a 0/1 binary with 1 = Yes and 0

= No.

2016 Political Social Media Engagement Questions

Each of the following questions asks respondents if they have engaged with politics on social

media in various ways in the last 24 hours. These questions were only asked of individuals who
identified they had engaged with social media in the last 24 hours in the media use questions.
Posted a story, photo, video or link about politics.
Coded:
1 = Yes
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2 = No

9 = Not Asked

Posted a comment about politics.
Coded:
1 = Yes
2 = No

9 = Not Asked

Read a story or watched a video about politics.
Coded:
1 = Yes
2 = No

9 = Not Asked

Followed a political event.
Coded:
1 = Yes
2 = No

9 = Not Asked

Forwarded a story, photo, video or link about politics to friends.
Coded:
1 = Yes
2 = No

9 = Not Asked

All coding for the 2016 media use questions was used to create a measurement of political social
media engagement based on a sum of the number of ways an individual behaved politically on
social media.
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